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Speech 

by Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 
on the Launch of the Government’s 
Constitutional Proposals 


Mr. Speaker, I rise to table the Government’s proposals to renew the 
Canadian federation. The proposals entitled "Shaping Canadians’ Future 
Together" have one simple, but nevertheless critical, objective — to build 
a stronger and more prosperous Canada where all Canadians can feel at 
home. 


Every generation of Canadians has had to re-define the terms of our 
living together. Our generation now faces that challenge. If we are wise 
and remain true to our traditions, we can transform challenge into 
opportunity. Our goal is not only a framework under which all Canadians 
can feel at home in this magnificent country — but one that better equips 
us to meet the challenges of the global economy in the 21st century and 
beyond. 


Canada’s needs are well known: aboriginal self-government; two 
Houses of Parliament that are truly democratic and more responsive; 
recognition, in principle and in practice, of the distinctive character of 
Quebec; protection for the rights of all Canadians — and particularly for 
minorities; a stronger Canadian economic union; bringing government closer 
to the people in framing national programs and in delivering programs and 
services; reducing wasteful overlap and duplication in government programs; 
and government at all levels that listens, as well as leads — one that truly 
empowers people in exercising its powers. 


None of these changes is contrary to the original concept of 
Confederation, now 125 years old. Rather, these changes add up to a 
renewal, now long overdue, of our Confederation. And renewal is what 
Canadians everywhere seek for our country — not confrontation, not 
division, not rupture. Renewal of our values, of our institutions, of our 
working arrangements — renewal of the spirit of Confederation, so that we 
can face the future more confidently together. Finally, renewal of our 
commitment to Canada and to the well being of our fellow Canadians. 


The proposals I am tabling today on behalf of the government, will be 
referred to the Special Joint Committee on a Renewed Canada. These 
proposals are for discussion. That Committee has five months to consult 
with Canadians. The mandate is broad. The process is open, not closed; it 
is inclusive, not exclusive. We seek improvements to our proposals and we 
expect changes. The Joint Committee will hold its first meeting tomorrow. 
Its first witness will be the Rt. Hon. Minister for Constitutional Affairs, 


1 


2 


whose outstanding leadership in developing these proposals I know all 
Members will want to acknowledge with respect and gratitude. 


Today I do not intend to go into a detailed explanation of all these 
proposals. Rather I wish simply to outline them so as to convey to the 
people of Canada what lies behind the proposals, the spirit that motivates 
them, the objectives we have had in mind in developing them. In the 
Canadian constitutional tradition there exists — side by side — protection 
for individual human rights and for the rights of people as members of 
communities. The people of Canada cherish these rights as attributes of our 
common citizenship. They are defining characteristics of our Canadian 
identity. They capture the essence of what unites us. 


Our proposals therefore seek to enhance both individual and collective 
rights. For example we are proposing that the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms be amended to guarantee property rights among our basic 
rights. And we are also proposing more stringent limitations on the use of 
the so-called notwithstanding clause which enables legislatures to override 
many of our rights. 


Of the various communities whose rights need and deserve protection, 
the aboriginal peoples of Canada have an important claim on our attention. 
We have made a commitment to them that they will participate in the current 
constitutional discussions. And we propose to entrench a continuing 
constitutional process for aboriginal matters. Consistent with these guarantees 
of process, the time has come to break with our recent history in aboriginal 
constitutional matters, which, sadly, has largely been a history of failure. 


We are proposing to entrench in the Constitution a general right to 
aboriginal self-government, within the Canadian federation and subject to 
the Charter. Our proposal would allow governments and aboriginal peoples 
10 years to agree on the powers to be exercised, failing which they could be 
defined and enforced by the courts. In other words, the passage of time 
would work for, and not against, the aboriginal peoples of Canada. 


No aboriginal leader I know believes that self-government is by itself 
the remedy for the deprivation and alienation that are so prevalent among 
so many aboriginal peoples. But none underestimates the value of regaining 
the right to self-government — and the responsibility that goes with it — in 
providing an opportunity for First Nations’ renewal. That is what they ask. 
The right to get on with their lives as members of aboriginal societies. The 
right to devise their own solutions to the terrible problems which afflict 
those societies. The right to work out their own place in Canada’s future. 
The chance of a new lease on life. 


I am proposing a deadline on negotiation of the powers of aboriginal 
self government, because — and I want everybody in Canada to understand 
this — we dare not wait another generation. This is a matter of human 


dignity, of justice and of fairness. We cannot repair the past. But we need 
not be condemned to re-live it either. Let us ensure that the future of 
the aboriginal peoples belongs to them and their children. 


Mr. Speaker, 285 million English-speaking people live on the North 
American continent. Surrounded by those 285 million English-speaking 
people, there is one piece of territory — Québec — where six million 
French-speaking people live, and where they are in a majority. They are 
determined to preserve and promote a vibrant French-speaking society in 
Quebec. They want to live their lives in French in a Canada that is both 
prosperous and fair. We must make certain that their capacity to do so is 
not inhibited, but is enhanced by reform of our Constitution and renewal 
of our Confederation. 


Constitutional reform must embrace Quebec’s distinct society and we 
propose to do so. Ninety-three years before Confederation, the Parliament 
of Great Britain recognized the distinctiveness of Quebec. The Quebec Act 
established Quebec’s right to preserve its religion and civil laws. The 
Constitution Act of 1791, exactly two centuries ago, continued those rights. 
The British North America Act of 1867 rejected conclusively the attempt in 
1840 to submerge those rights in a unitary system and contained other 
provisions supporting the distinctive character of Quebec. The modern world 
with its economic social and population pressures has in some respects 
overtaken the old Constitution and bent it out of shape. It is not surprising, 
then, that of all the provinces, Quebec has been for 30 years the principal 
advocate of constitutional reform. 


In 1982, the isolation of Quebec from the patriation of our Constitution 
was a powerful reminder to Quebecers of their minority status and 
vulnerability as a society in English-speaking North America. In spite of the 
compelling economic and social advantages to Quebec of participating in 
Confederation — and no serious person in Quebec doubts those advantages 
— Quebec will assume the risks and responsibilities, as well as the rights 
of a new federal partnership, only if Confederation guarantees her cultural 
security as a distinct French-speaking society. 


Seven years ago, I committed my government to securing the return 
of Quebec to the Canadian constitutional family. We have never wavered 
in that commitment, and I reaffirm today our determination to succeed. I 
am sure that Quebecers will see in today’s proposals the possibility of 
achieving the fundamental reforms that Quebec needs to evolve as a distinct 
society within Canada and to be a secure, confident and equal partner in 
Confederation. I have no doubt this can be accomplished to the enduring 
benefit of all Canadians. 


With regard to the recognition of Quebec’s distinct society we are 
proposing that clause 2 of the Constitution, a Canada Clause, affirm the 
special responsibility of Quebec to preserve and promote its distinct identity 
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as a French speaking society. We are also proposing that the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms be interpreted consistent with the 
preservation and promotion of Quebec as a distinct society within Canada. 
The affirmation of Quebec’s distinctive character in the Canada Clause and 
the recognition of the distinct society in the Charter of Rights would be 
important and substantial amendments to our Constitution. They are essential 
safeguards for Quebec against the uncertainties of the future. 


In our proposals relating to national institutions, distribution of powers 
and to the economic union, Quebec will find the space and the freedom to 
evolve and to flourish as a distinct society in a more harmonious 
Confederation. In our proposals relating to the Senate there are additional 
protections for the French language and culture. And, Mr. Speaker, if we 
collectively find it desirable next spring to include in our plan any items that 
require unanimity, we will move forward with important amendments to the 
amending formula and additional change to the Supreme Court of Canada to 
which we remain committed as a government. 


The proposal to place labour market training under exclusive provincial 
jurisdiction is fundamental reassurance of the authority of Quebec and of the 
other provinces over matters related to education. The proposed 
entrenchment of immigration agreements such as that recently signed by the 
federal government and Quebec has long been regarded by Quebec as a vital 
element of her cultural security. Now we are proposing the negotiation and 
entrenchment of similar agreements on cultural matters, with any province 
that so requests. We will define the roles of governments to reflect the 
particular circumstances of each province in cultural matters. 


The proposals for delegation of federal legislative power, as well as 
for administrative delegation in some fields — and the proposed rules on 
the use of the federal government’s spending power — would create a far 
more flexible federalism than we have known, something many have 
advocated. Mr. Speaker, I believe we all know that the people of Canada 
will be looking to see whether, in proposing change and renewal for Canada, 
we parliamentarians might try to exempt ourselves. We cannot ... and we 
must not. I am sure we all realize that in the minds of the people of Canada, 
no area of our national life is more in need of improvement than Parliament 
itself. 


I want to draw your attention to our proposals for reform of the House 
of Commons. Some may say these proposals breach long-standing 
parliamentary traditions. I would argue that, on the contrary, these proposals 
are more faithful than some of our modern practices have been, to the 
essence of parliamentary government, and MPs’ prerogatives and freedoms. 
If we pursue proposals along these lines, we will have government much 
more responsible to the elected representatives of the people; and we will 
have MPs much more responsive to the people who elected them. We will 
then be closer to the British system of parliamentary government as it was 


meant to be. We will have a more vibrant and vital Canadian parliamentary 
democracy. 


The people of Canada properly demand a renewed House of Commons, 
and a reformed Senate. I believe our Senate proposals are very much in line 
with the expectations of people across the country, but I look forward to the 
views of the public and the recommendations of the Parliamentary 
Committee. The Senate we propose would be directly elected by the people. 
An unelected body exercising legislative powers equal to the House of 
Commons is simply not compatible with democratic government. The Senate 
should also be much more equitable in its representation than is the present 
Chamber. Equity includes a range of possibilities from weighted 
representation of member states as in Germany to equal representation of 
provinces as advocated by the Canada West Foundation. 


We propose an effective Senate. As a general rule, in order for 
a measure to become law, the approval by both the House of Commons and 
the reformed Senate should be necessary. And the Senate should have to 
approve key Government appointments that affect the lives of Canadians — 
such as the Governor of the Bank of Canada. On legislation involving 
language and culture, special voting rules — a double linguistic majority — 
will apply, as proposed by the Alberta legislative committee in 1983 and the 
Government of Newfoundland and Labrador in 1989. On matters of 
particular national importance such as defence and international relations, the 
Senate will only have a suspensive veto. 


Under our proposals, the House and the Senate would have somewhat 
different roles and responsibilities. We believe that good government 
demands that only the House of Commons be a confidence Chamber, in 
order to prevent the kind of constitutional instability that Parliamentary 
federal systems have known at times. The Commons would likely become 
a Chamber in which there was stricter adherence to the principle of 
representation by population. The Senate would provide more balanced and 
equitable representation among the provinces. Both Houses would have real 
power. 


Most important to Canadians, the Senate, like the House of Commons, 
would be accountable and responsible to the people. In the eyes of the 
people, the reformed Senate as we propose it, would have democratic 
legitimacy. 


Mr. Speaker, for some years Canadians have felt an increasing 
frustration with government. Millions of Canadians sense they have lost 
power and influence over decisions that affect them, their families and the 
places where they live. We must act to bring government closer to the 
people. The reforms we are proposing to the House of Commons and the 
Senate would greatly improve the responsiveness of parliamentarians to the 
people who elect them. But bringing government closer to the people also 
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means sharing power and responsibility with provincial and municipal 
governments and with non-governmental organizations. Matters such as 
labour market training, immigration and culture have important national 
dimensions, for the Canadian economy and indeed for the Canadian identity. 
Our proposals would preserve the capacity of the federal Parliament 
to maintain the national interest and institutions in these matters. But training 
of people, immigration policy and cultural policy affect some of the most 
sensitive areas of people’s lives. 


That is why we are proposing that provinces have control over training 
as they have over education. That is why we propose to negotiate, and 
entrench in the Constitution, federal-provincial agreements on immigration, 
tailored to the particular needs, priorities and traditions of each province. 
That is why we propose to negotiate and entrench similar agreements on 
cultural responsibilities with provincial governments that so request, while 
maintaining federal responsibility over key national institutions such as Radio 
Canada/CBC and the Canada Council. That is also the spirit behind 
our proposal to recognize the exclusive jurisdiction of the provinces in such 
areas as housing, forestry, municipal affairs and tourism, while maintaining 
our international responsibilities in these areas. And that is the spirit behind 
our proposal to require the federal government to work with the provinces 
in introducing new Canada-wide shared cost programs in areas of exclusive 
provincial jurisdiction. Financing would still be provided to a province which 
preferred to tailor its own program to its own needs, so long as it met the 
objectives of the new national program. 


Mr. Speaker, I believe we all know that the need to bring government 
closer to the people — to share and to decentralize power — has to be 
balanced with the requirement for a strong Canadian political and economic 
union. To reinforce the bonds that must unite us and to strengthen our 
Capacity to compete and prosper in the world, our proposals include several 
fundamental reforms to the economic union. There are more interprovincial 
barriers to trade and commerce within Canada than there are among nations 
of the European common market. These barriers in our internal market 
weaken the Canadian economy and impair our ability to compete in the 
world. That is why we are proposing that the Constitution be amended to 
prohibit government barriers to the mobility of people, goods, capital and 
services within Canada. In law and in fact, our economic growth is 
profoundly affected by the policies and actions of both the federal and 
provincial governments. Fundamental conflict between federal and provincial 
economic policies can be disastrous. Even working at cross-purposes can 
diminish our prosperity. 


It is absurd that the 12 nations of the European Common market are 
moving towards a state of economic coordination and harmonization superior 
in some ways to the Canadian economic union. We must do better. We must 
equip this country with the means to act decisively to ensure our prosperity. 
That is why we are proposing to amend the Constitution to provide 


Parliament with a new power to make laws for the efficient functioning of 
the economic union. And that is why we are making a number of important 
proposals to formalize the coordination of federal and provincial economic 
and fiscal policies. Together, it is these reforms that produce the strongest 
framework of economic union since Confederation. 


Mr. Speaker, we propose a Canada Clause which would be entrenched 
in the body of the Constitution in section 2 of the Constitution Act. I hope 
and believe that all our people will see reflected in that clause their own 
place in Canada, the common values and aspirations that unite us, and our 
national characteristics and identity. We are a nation with an immense 
capacity for generosity and compromise — a capacity that has never mattered 
more. Parochialism, small mindedness, mistrust — these are always present 
in any society. These lesser attributes have had their day, it is now time for 
the fundamental qualities of generosity and compromise to dominate the 
process. 


There are in all 28 proposals that the government of Canada is putting 
forward today for consideration by the Joint Committee and discussion with 
the people of Canada. Before presenting our plan for renewal in final form, 
we want to have the report of the Joint Committee, whose mandate extends 
until February. As I undertook to this House on May 15, "the government 
will be very open-minded to constructive amendments offered in the spirit 
of improving its proposals and broadening the consensus that Canadian unity 
needs and demands". The Government’s proposals should be and will be 
examined on their merits. They must be considered in light of their purpose, 
which is a more secure, united and prosperous Canada. They must also be 
considered in light of our greatest obligation — namely that of turning 
Canada over to a new generation, our own children and grandchildren, a 
Canada changed and reformed, no doubt, but a Canada unbroken and 
undiminished nevertheless. 


Thomas D’Arcy McGee, a son of Ireland who became a father of 
Canada saw a brilliant future for our country. Seven years before 
Confederation he said: 


"I look to the future of my adopted country with hope though not 
without anxiety. 


"I see in the not remote distance, one great nationality, bound, like the 
shield of Achilles, by the blue rim of ocean. 


"I see it quartered into many communities, each disposing of its internal 
affairs, but all bound together by free institutions, free intercourse, free 
commerce. 


"I see within the round of that shield, the peaks of the Western 
mountains and the crests of the Eastern waves. 
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"I see a generation of industrious, contented, moral men, free in name 
and in fact, capable of maintaining, in peace and in war, a Constitution 
worthy of such a country." 


Mr. Speaker, I too see such a country, a country of women and men, 
of your children and mine, whose standard of living is the envy of millions, 
and whose way of life is admired around the world. This country, Canada, 
the second largest country on earth, is also, according to the United Nations, 
one of the two best countries in the world in which to live. The challenge 
for us now, is to make Canada second to none. The challenge is to build a 
stronger country, for the security and prosperity of all Canadians. 


Mr. Speaker, I have said in this House on other occasions that the job 
of nation-building did not end with Confederation. It continues with each 
generation, it continues to this day, in our minds and in our hearts. We 
want, as McGee said, "a Constitution cherished in the hearts of the people." 
We have the challenge to keep Canada, and the opportunity to improve it. 


Mr. Speaker, nothing would serve the economic interests of all 
Canadians more directly than clear resolution of our constitutional 
challenges. In that spirit I invite all Canadians, all political parties who 
believe in one, undiminished Canada, to set aside other differences, and to 
engage in nation building with the full exuberance this magnificent country 
deserves. I suggest that we get on with it, get on with building the Canada 
of the vision of Macdonald, Cartier and McGee, and the Canada of our own 
dreams. A new Canada for a new century, honoured in the family of 
nations, as a modern, flexible, and caring country, respected by its peers, 
loved by its people, and better able to serve its citizens with governments 
and institutions tied to the very best our nation can be. 
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